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Clausewitz and Switzerland - yesterday and today
Clausewitz and Suvorov's campaign in the Swiss Alps in
1799
Alois Camenzind
Preliminary remarks
The content of this article is largely based on the work by Carl von Clausewitz cited in the
Bibliography on the campaigns of 1796 and 1799 in Italy and Switzerland, as well as on the
publication by Alois Camenzind "Maultiere Machen Geschichte oder Suworows Krieg in den
Schweizer Alpen im Jahre 1799" and the references cited therein.

1.Introduction
The Russian general Alexander Vasilyevich Suvorov spent almost four weeks in Switzerland
in 1799.After arduous marches over the Gotthard Pass (with detours over the Lukmanier,
Oberalp and Chrüzli passes), the Chinzig, Pragel and finally the Panixer pass, his soldiers left
Switzerland in October 1799. Of the 21,000 or so soldiers who entered Switzerland from Upper
Italy at Lake Lugano, around 15,000 reached Chur on 10 October. Around 10,000 men are said
to have been in a condition to fight.1
There are a number of reasons why it came to this. In addition to the complicated war plan and
its implementation, the difficult terrain and the weather, it was above all the late and greatly
reduced supply of mules that led to a significant delay in leaving Taverne.2 3
As a result, the French under General André Masséna were able to defeat both the Russians
under General Alexander Mikhailovich Rimsky-Korsakov in the Second Battle of Zurich and
another ally, General Friedrich von Hotze, at the Linth, before these forces could join up with
Suvorov.4

Camenzind, Maultiere…, p. 17
Criste, Erzherzog…, vol. 2, p. 124-125.
3 Clausewitz, Die Feldzüge…, p. 144 (section 7, chapter 77).
4 Camenzind, Maultiere…, p. 17.
1
2
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The fighting in the Swiss Alps was part of the War of the Second Coalition (1799 – 1802) and
was of considerable importance for the entire war. Clausewitz describes this as follows: "We
now come to the most important stage of the whole war, where a change occurs in the great
distribution of roles for commanders and armies, new commanders are appointed and new
theatres of war arise."5

2. Overview of contents
This article begins with a brief introduction (1.) followed by an overview of the contents (2.),
after which I will discuss the political environment and the central role played by Suvorov's
Alpine campaign in the War of the Second Coalition (3.) and then present an overview of the
campaign, including the war plans and how they were implemented (4.). I will proceed with a
discussion of the various options and how they were assessed by Clausewitz (5.), before
pointing out ambiguities and controversies (6.) and drawing to a close with a summary
assessment and concluding remarks (7.).

3. Political and social environment
The French Revolution, the overthrow and execution of the French ruling couple and the
proclamation of liberties that ensued had led to the War of the First Coalition (1792 ̵ 1797), in
which Prussia, Austria, England and Spain together confronted France. Initially, the allies were
victorious. There followed, however, a number of French victories over the Austrians in Upper
Italy, in which a young and very committed general, Napoleon Bonaparte, distinguished
himself,6 and it was these that led to the defeat of the Coalition and to the Peace of Campo
Formio in 1797.7 Belgium and the left bank of the Rhine had to be ceded to France in exchange
for Venice and parts of Istria and Dalmatia. In addition, various daughter republics (the
Cisalpine, Ligurian, Helvetic, Batavian and Parthenopean Republics respectively) were
successively formed, with which France expanded and consolidated its satellite system.8
Because France was intensively pursuing its expansionist policy, a second coalition was soon
formed, comprising England, Austria, Russia, Naples, Portugal and the Ottoman Empire, which
intended to reinstate the Bourbons as rulers of France. The prospects seemed favourable
because Napoleon was in Egypt with part of the French army and the Coalition had at its
Clausewitz, Die Feldzüge…, p. 74 (section 7, chapter. 68).
Gueniffey, Bonaparte…, p. 279
7 Gueniffey, Bonaparte…, p. 413
8 Camenzind, Maultiere…, p 20-21.
5
6
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disposal two extremely talented and battle-hardened army leaders in Archduke Charles and
Suvorov. Moreover, the English fleet under Admiral Nelson inflicted some crushing defeats on
the French in the Mediterranean.
The War of the Second Coalition lasted from 1799 to 1802.9 It had two very different kinds of
warfare.10 Besides Switzerland, the main theatres of war were southern Germany, Italy and
Holland, and the Mediterranean, Egypt and Syria.
The first year of the war in 1799 was initially dominated by the Coalition. In the north,
Archduke Charles of Austria, Duke of Teschen celebrated victories over General Jean-Baptiste
Jourdan in southern Germany at Osterach and Stockach in March 1799 and over Masséna in
the First Battle of Zurich in June. In addition, Suvorov was victorious in Italy over General
Jean-Victor Moreau at Cassano in April, over General Étienne Macdonald at the Trebbia in
July and over General Barthélémy Joubert at Novi in August. Orders from the courts in Vienna
and St Petersburg having led to militarily unfortunate restructuring in the two theatres of war,
the Russians under Korsakov had to admit defeat to Masséna in the Second Battle of Zurich at
the end of September. Suvorov's move across the Alps with a number of engagements along
the way was ultimately useless.
The year 1800 was marked by the appearance of General Napoleon Bonaparte, who had left his
army in Egypt at the end of 1799, had overthrown the Directory and taken firm control both
militarily and politically. Above all, his victory at Marengo after the surprising crossing of the
Great St Bernard Pass and Moreau's victory at Hohenlinden together with Russia's withdrawal
from the coalition led to the final defeat of France's opponents and ended in the Peace of
Lunéville in 1801.
This essentially meant that the conditions of the Treaty of Campo Formio of 1797 had to be
recognised. It was not until 1802 that England was also prepared to accede to the peace treaty.

4. Suvorov's campaign in Switzerland – an overview
Switzerland was the scene of intense fighting in 1799. The crumbling Swiss Confederacy had
finally collapsed in 1798. The country was occupied by the French revolutionary armies despite
the heroic resistance of the Central Swiss. Strategically, it was of vital importance as a link
between the south and the north thanks to its various passes, along with the Tyrol and the
Valtellina, a fact that was quickly recognised by both warring parties.

9

Camenzind, Maultiere…, p. 27.
Camenzind, Maultiere…, p. 27.

10
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For Switzerland, the year 1799 was marked by fighting in Graubünden in March and April,
popular uprisings in Central Switzerland and Valais in May, the Austrian offensive and the First
Battle of Zurich in June. The allies regrouped and Archduke Charles' troops were replaced by
the Russians under General Korsakov before Zurich. The Second Battle of Zurich took place at
the end of September, Suvorov crossed the Alps in September/October with the aim of joining
the Russian units near Lake Zurich, and lastly, the Russian forces withdrew from Switzerland
in October/November.11

4.1 Suvorov's situation and war plan at Asti
Suvorov had resisted marching into Switzerland and left Italy only reluctantly, especially since
it was unclear for the time being whether Archduke Charles would remain in the Zurich area
with his Austrians and join with Korsakov there to face Masséna. However, he had to submit
to the orders of the courts in Vienna and St Petersburg.12 13
After the Archduke's departure from Switzerland, the situation for Suvorov when he arrived at
headquarters in Asti at the end of August was as follows:
On the side of the allies,14 Korsakov had the greatest number of troops, some 53,000 men
stationed between the Rhine and Zurich. Von Hotze was between Rapperswil and Walenstadt
with the bulk of his unit, about 17,000 men in all. His subordinates included Jellachich between
Walenstadt and the Luziensteig, von Linken between the Luziensteig and Reichenau, and
Auffenberg near Disentis. Auffenberg was directly assigned to Suvorov and took part in the
entire campaign across the Alps from Disentis. In addition, there were smaller units from the
Italian Army in the Aosta Valley, and in the Leventina the Strauch Brigade with about 4,600
men, left positioned in the Bedretto Valley near Airolo for flank protection.
General Suvorov
According to von Reding15, Suvorov himself had around 21,000 men at his disposal, divided
into two corps (the main corps Derfelden with around 14,000 men and Rosenberg with around
7,000 men) with some cavalry (mules and Cossacks), artillery (regrouped for the mountainous
terrain) and engineer troop. Suvorov had been promised about 1,400 mules for the march across
the Alps; however, only about half of this number was delivered.16 This, together with the

Camenzind, Maultiere…, p. 81.
Reding, Der Zug Suworows…, p. 18.
13 Camenzind, Maultiere…, pàg. 101.
14 Camenzind, Maultiere…, pàg. 100.
15 Reding, Der Zug Suworows…, p. 19.
16 Camenzind, Maultiere…, p. 48.
11
12
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regrouping and the provision of supplies, resulted in time delays that proved very unfavourable
to Suvorov's attack.17
Under the supreme command of General Masséna, the French were positioned in Switzerland
as follows:18 19
The right flank with the Thureau division was in the Valais, the Lecourbe division with three
brigades in the Gotthard, Urseren Valley, Oberalp Pass (Gudin), Reuss Valley (Loison) and
Glarus region (Molitor). The Soult division stood between Reichenburg and Horgen, the centre
with the Mortier divisions on the Albis to Birmensdorf and Lorges in the Limmat valley
between Altstätten and Spreitenbach.
The left flank comprising the Ménard, Klein and Chabran divisions stood along the Rhine from
Baden to Basel, while Montchoisy’s troops were positioned inside Switzerland. There was also
a smaller reserve of infantry and artillery. Von Reding cites a total of around 92,000 men for
Masséna’s entire army in Switzerland.20
A German version exists of Suvorov's war plan. This may be because Suvorov's chief of staff,
Colonel Veyrother, was Austrian, and so the plan was also produced for the German-speaking
allies (von Hotze, Auffenberg, etc.). Moreover, Suvorov was able to speak reasonable German,
as can be seen from his entry into Altdorf.21 Clausewitz, however, takes the understandable
view that this is actually a poor translation of the French, a conclusion he reaches because it is
‘gobbledygook’ in places.22 23
We therefore base ourselves here on the French version as reproduced in Clausewitz's French
translation of his work on the campaign. 24
"Circular from Marshal Suvarov to Generals von Hotze, Korsakov and von Linken.
Asti, 5th September 1799.

Camenzind, Maultiere…, p. 17.
Reding, Der Zug Suworows…, p. 15.
19 Camenzind, Maultiere…, p. 59.
20 Reding, Der Zug Suworows…, p. 17.
21 Camenzind, Maultiere…, p. 165.
22 Clausewitz, Die Feldzüge…, p. 94 (section 7, chapter 70).
23 Camenzind, Maultiere…, p. 102.
24 Clausewitz, La campagne…, p. 433-434.
17
18
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"The imperial troops of Russia, which until now, were in the Italian army, will leave on 8th
September from Piedmont, to go to Switzerland, and I intend to arrive with them on the 17th at
Airolo, at the foot of this side of the St Gotthard, which I propose to attack on the 19th.
"As the troops of Colonel Strauch, of Prince Victor Rohan, and of Count Haddick must
cooperate in the attack, it is essential that the armies of the two imperial courts, united in
Switzerland, make with firmness and constancy a simultaneous and combined general attack
on all the positions of the enemy; but especially the left flank, under the orders of Baron von
Linken, will gather all its means, will make all its efforts, perhaps even with preliminary
reinforcements, to facilitate and support the passage of the Russian army corps, by the St
Gotthard mountain, the high valley of the Reuss and that of the Linth. Just as it will be possible
to attack the enemy from the rear, it will also be possible by rapidly merging the left flank of
the imperial army, and by advancing in concert, to prevent the enemy from overturning the
Russian corps from Italy and from destroying it thoroughly.
"As I have not had exact knowledge of the positions of the two imperial armies in Switzerland,
and only from reports taken in passing, I must presume that the main body of Russian troops,
under the orders of General Korsakov, is posted between Zurich and the Aare, along the right
bank of the Limmat; that the imperial and royal troops, under the orders of Baron von Hotze,
are between the Lake of Zurich, and Wallenstadt is near Maienfeld in the Rhine Valley as far
as Disentis; I must, above all, wait for the latter’s troops to join the others. I wish to learn from
him personally, as he knows the local area better, where and how to proceed. For my part, as
soon the troops are come together, I think that the Russian troops from Italy will be able to
break through on the two banks of Lake Lucerne, and those of von Linken and von Hotze
between the lakes of Zurich and Zug, and finally the entire body of General Korsakov’s Russian
troops will join up with them close to the right bank of the lower Reuss and the Aare; it is the
only manoeuvre which can ensure a decisive result in operations later on.”
Once in Bellinzona I will ensure you hear about the arrival of the column of Russian troops
from Italy, and unless you can do so sooner via the Novara -Varèse road, I would also like you
to inform me by courier from Bellinzona, sooner or later, of the positions and forces of all the
troops, Russian and royal, that are gathered in Switzerland, as well as the positions of the
enemy, their forces and their distribution. I would also like Generals Baron von Hotze and von
Linken to communicate to me their opinions and their local knowledge on the ground and the
manner of waging war in this country, indicating how the hasty cooperation of all the troops
which are already in Switzerland, and of those which march from here, can be most effectively
and usefully organised; I will thus be in a position to prepare my attack and to determine a
favourable day and hour.”
Clausewitz assumes that the idea for this attack plan came from the Austrian general staff
(Colonel Weyrother), which was at Suvorov's disposal after Tsar Paul I had banned staffs in his
army. It was drawn up, however, by Suvorov or by someone in his immediate circle. He further
points out that, according to Archduke Charles, a much more precise plan dated 10th
8 | 20

September, according to which Suvorov wanted to take the Gotthard on the 24th, be in Altdorf
on the 25th and in Schwyz on the 26th, advancing towards Lucerne both from here and on the
other side of the lake via Engelberg on 27th. 25
In the postscript26 he expressly recommends that the Austrians use the dreaded Russian bayonet
attack, because he believes that this will shape the attacks and "nos succès multipliés et trèspeu sanglants". To this end, officers from Korsakov's corps were to be seconded for instruction
who were familiar with this type of attack.

4.2 The war plan of adversary Masséna
Masséna was repeatedly urged by the Directory to take offensive action. After Archduke
Charles had left Switzerland with his troops and had been replaced by Korsakov with a Russian
unit, the situation seemed more favourable for him, although he knew nothing about the
Coalition's intentions. He wanted to proceed directly against Korsakov and attack the Russians
standing near Zurich and behind the Limmat with four divisions (Mortier, Lorges, Ménard and
Klein). In addition, General Soult was to throw von Hotze back behind the Linth and Lecourbe
was to press the Austrians over the Oberalp Pass towards Disentis.27 28
Suvorov's direct opponent was General Claude-Jacques Lecourbe, a very capable, successful
division commander, as both Masséna29 and Jomini30 noted.
Despite being unaware of the other's plans, the two opponents had planned their attacks to begin
almost simultaneously. Masséna wanted to proceed on 25th September; Suvorov intended to
launch his attack on 27th and 28th September.

4.3 The actual campaign
An overview of Suvorov's actual campaign in Switzerland is given in the following table:31
Time
September
15th

Suvorov

Detached

Allies

Suvorov in Taverne

Clausewitz, Die Feldzüge…, p. 97 (section 7, chapter 70).
Clausewitz, Die Feldzüge…, p. 96-97 (section 7, chapter 70).
27 Camenzind, Maultiere…, p. 118 .
28 Clausewitz, Die Feldzüge…, p. 101 (section 7, chapter 71).
29 Camenzind, Maultiere…, p. 55-56.
30 Claude Bernard, «Lecourbe vu par Jomini», Revue Militaire Suisse, vol. 124 (10, 1979), p. 425
31 Camenzind, Maultiere…, p. 122-123.
25
26
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19th
20th
21st

Rosenberg’s corps in
Bellinzona
Derfelden leaves
Taverne

Rosenberg leaves
Bellinzona via the
Lukmanier Pass

Suvorov with main
body of army and
Strauch at Dazio and
near Airolo

Rosenberg in
Tavetsch

24th

Attack on the
Gotthard

Rosenberg fights at
the Oberalp Pass
Auffenberg marches
over the Chrüzli Pass

25th

Battle at the
Urnerloch near
Andermatt

Rosenberg joins
Suvorov
Auffenberg at
Amsteg

26th

Suvorov marches
into Altdorf

Auffenberg joins
Suvorov

27th

March over the
Chinzig Pass into
Muota Valley

28th

Main body of army
in Muota Valley

29th

Rearguard in Muota
Valley
Council of war;
advance guard
marches over the
Pragel Pass
Main body of army
marches over the
Pragel Pass; first
battle in Muota
Valley ends in
victory for
Rosenberg against
Masséna

22nd
23rd

30th

Second Battle of
Zurich
Masséna against
Korsakov

Von Hotze dies at
Schänis on the lower
reaches of Lake
Zurich
Jellachich and von
Linken advance and
retreat in Glarus

October
10 | 20

1st

Second battle and
another victory for
Rosenberg against
Masséna in Muota
Valley

2nd

Main body of army
in Glarus area
against Molitor

3rd

Rosenberg
withdraws from
Muota Valley to
Glarus

4th

Council of war and
withdrawal via the
Panixer Pass

5th

Main body of army
at Elm

6th/7th

On the Panixer Pass

8th/9th/10th
12th

Auffenberg
withdraws to Rhine
Valley

In Ilanz
In Feldkirch

The whole campaign had failed, not least because of the delays in Bellinzona, problems with
supplies and the difficult weather conditions with heavy rainfall on the Chinzig Pass and even
heavy snowfall when crossing the Panixer Pass, yet Suvorov and his army were not defeated.

5 The range of options and Clausewitz’s assessment of them
Various axes were available to Suvorov to attack in Switzerland. He had three main options,
which were analysed in detail by Clausewitz and which I discuss in more detail below. 32

5.1 The route over the Great St Bernard

32

Clausewitz, Die Feldzüge…, p. 92 (section 7, chapter 70).
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The approach route closest to the starting point Asti led from the Aosta Valley over the Great
St Bernard into the Lower Valais and to Lake Geneva, and from there through the entire Central
Plateau (e.g. via Fribourg – Bern) into Masséna’s rear.
This option was apparently seriously considered, as noted by various authors.33 34 It was rejected
for a number of possible reasons.35 For one thing, it would have been practically impossible for
the allies to join forces and wage battle within a short time. Secondly, an advance through
Western Switzerland would probably have taken too much time. Suvorov would also have had
to have considerably more resources at his disposal for such a march to be successful, and
ultimately this would probably also have required Archduke Charles to remain in Switzerland
with his forces.
Clausewitz describes the route over the Great St Bernard as a "strategic detour, i.e. one that
either does not lead to a decision to fight at all, but is instead intended to be effective by
interrupting the lines of communication; or it is one which does not give the decision jointly
with the forces at the enemy front". 36
In addition, he rightly points out the following: "Every undertaking in the strategic flank of the
French that did not lead to a quick decision to wage battle, but was intended to have a slow
effect, involved great danger for the allies, because while they used one third of their troops at
this distant point for an enterprise that had a slow and uncertain effect, the French commander
could assert his superiority against the commanders standing isolated in his vicinity, and this is
exactly what he did".37
Jomini was of a different opinion,38 one that was very clearly rejected by Clausewitz in his
reflections, as we can see from the following statements: "If, therefore, the author of the
accounts of Suvorov's march contained in Jomini as an appendix considered this route to be the
best because Suvorov would have entered Switzerland 40 lieues behind Masséna, this is one of
those general expressions which the author did not really think through to the end."39
Even though the Great St Bernhard option was rejected, in my opinion rightly, if it had been
executed quickly and with the necessary number of troops, it could nonetheless have had a
certain element of surprise in its favour, and in addition to threatening the French lines of retreat,
Hüffer, Der Krieg des Jahres 1799…, p. 315.
Nabholz, Schweizer Kriegsgeschichte, vol. 3, nº. 8, p. 100
35 Camenzind, Maultiere…, p. 106
36 Clausewitz, Die Feldzüge…, p. 193 (section 7, chapter. 82)
37 Clausewitz, Die Feldzüge…, p. 194 (section 7, chapter 82).
38 Jomini, Guerres de la révolution, vol. XII, núm.7: «Piéces relatives à la campagne de Suwarof en
Suisse», p. 466
39 Clausewitz, Die Feldzüge…, pg. 197 (section 7, chapter 82).
33
34
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it might also have been possible to think about recapturing the Valais, which had already been
recognised and mentioned by Napoleon in 1797 as key to the important transfer route between
Italy and France.40

5.2 The route over the San Bernardino or over the Splügen via Chiavenna
Various authors, including Clausewitz, assume that the easiest and probably safest route would
have been via Como, Chiavenna and then over the Splügen Pass (or possibly over the San
Bernardino) into the Rhine Valley.41 42 43 In this case, Suvorov would also have had his entire
artillery at his disposal, whereas only light two-pounder mountain guns could be transported on
the march over the St Gotthard. In addition, if this option into the Rhine Valley had been chosen,
there would have been no direct fighting with the French until Suvorov had joined forces with
von Hotze; it would not have been possible to engage the enemy forces until later on. The whole
thing would probably have taken considerably more time; it was rightly assumed that the route
over the St Gotthard was shorter (not taking into account more intensive fighting).44

5.3 The route over the Gotthard
Clausewitz assumes that attacking via the Gotthard had two different purposes: on the one hand,
to unify the separate forces and on the other, to attack the French formation’s strategic flank.45
The plan had various advantages and disadvantages. The advantage seemed to be that this route
was assumed to be the fastest and most direct way to attack Masséna in the Zurich area. In
addition, it would threaten the enemy's flank and forces could already be joined at the Gotthard,
whereas if the Spülgen option were adopted this would only be possible once von Hotze had
been reached.46 On the other hand, the Gotthard and also the bypass route via the Oberalp Pass
would have to be conquered first, because Lecourbe was well positioned there – although his
forces were not strong. Furthermore, only small mountain guns could be taken on this route and
the supply of soldiers and horses was a challenging undertaking.47 48 A further risk was the need
to take the Urnerloch and the Devil's Bridge in the Schöllenen Gorge, although Suvorov may

Several authors, Der Weg ins Grauholz [‘The way towards Grauholz’], nº 10. Of the Military History
studies travels society collection (GMS), Zurich: 1992, p. 5.
41 Camenzind, Maultiere…, p. 110.
42 Nabholz, Schweizer Kriegsgeschichte, vol. 3, nº 8, p. 100-101.
43 Clausewitz, Die Feldzüge…, p. 192 (section 7, chapter 82).
44 Clausewitz, Die Feldzüge…, pàg. 93 (section 7, chapter 70).
45 Clausewitz, Die Feldzüge…, p. 200-201 (section 7, chapter 82).
46 Clausewitz, Die Feldzüge…, p. 93 (section 7, chapter 69).
47 Clausewitz, Die Feldzüge…, p. 93 (section 7, chapter 69).
48 Camenzind, Maultiere…, p. 252.
40
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not have been aware of this while still in Asti. If the bridge had been totally destroyed this
would probably have led to considerable delays until it was repaired, and may have meant a
different choice of route, as it was not easy to take a detour around this narrow gap.49
A further, not insignificant problem was continuing the march after reaching the Altdorf area.
I will come back to this under (6.).
Importantly, the Gotthard route option with the detours involved was not the decision of the
General alone.50 51 52 The Austrians had some influence on this choice, primarily the Austrian
staff led by Colonel Weyrother. The Austrians' already had knowledge of the terrain, having in
the course of the war had already fought the French in Switzerland in the mountainous region
as far as Schwyz, and moreover, the Austrian Emperor preferred the Gotthard route. Lastly it
may be assumed that the direct route over the Gotthard best suited Suvorov's temperament,
because it allowed him to set off directly and without any ado towards his goal. The dispositions
for the attack on the Gotthard, written in German, sum this up as follows: "The only way is
therefore to attack the St Gotthard from Bellinzona. With this attack alone we shall achieve
what we would achieve only after a lapse of six days according to the first proposal discussed,
and what is more, only with the involvement of a special corps which would have to operate
from Bellinzona again and again."53
Clausewitz, who considered all the options in detail, criticised the Gotthard variant and the
Austrian general staff unequivocally as follows:
"The march over the St Gotthard is such an extraordinary event, one might say such a gigantic
blunder, that a lively investigative mind must have the greatest need to grasp it clearly, to
consider it very critically."54 Elsewhere he reiterated his opinion with regard to the Austrian
general staff with a quotation from Voltaire, which I am happy to reproduce here: "The best
horse stumbles once in a while! Yes, but not a whole stable full of horses!"55
The campaign is criticised even more sharply by the English officers who accompanied
Suvorov and Korsakov as reporters for the English court. For example, Sir William Clinton,
referring to Lt. Col. Sir William Stewart in his report of 9th October 1799 from Chur: "Such a

Camenzind, Maultiere…, p. 162
Camenzind, Maultiere…, p. 112.
51 Clausewitz, Die Feldzüge…, p. 93 (section 7, chapter 69).
52 Nabholz, Schweizer Kriegsgeschichte, vol. 3, nº 8, p. 101.
53 Camenzind, Maultiere…, p. 114.
49
50

54
55

Clausewitz, Die Feldzüge…, pàg. 192 (section 7, chapter 82).
Clausewitz, Die Feldzüge…, pàg. 100 (section 7, chapter 70).
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comedy of military errors has seldom been enacted and we must be thankful that the affair has
ended so well."56

5.4 Other possibilities
In addition to the three main variants already mentioned, there were other possibilities
mentioned by various authors.
The Simplon was out of the question, mainly because of the terrain and the options for
continuing in the Valais, over the Grimsel and Brünig Passes or over the Furka. A further
possibility was considered, or at least discussed, of joining forces with von Hotze after reaching
Andermatt, over the Oberalp Pass into the Rhine Valley or from the Altdorf valley basin over
the Klausen Pass into the Glarnerland. Routes from Altdorf along the lake or over the Surenen
Pass to Engelberg in the canton of Nidwalden and from there to Lucerne were also discussed.
It is not worth going into detail about these possibilities here because they were not considered,
mainly for reasons of time, or were only discussed as sub-variants or additions to the main
options.

6. Controversies and ambiguities
For reasons of space, I will limit myself here to a brief presentation of why Suvorov seems not
to have known what awaited him in Altdorf. The entire fleet that was needed to cross Lake
Lucerne was deployed by General Lecourbe to Bauen in good time and at that time an army
could not practically be moved along the tracks along the lake to Brunnen.57 This point has been
heavily criticised by several authors. Some even claim that Suvorov was deliberately kept in
the dark by the Austrians about the terrain.
Clausewitz was one of the first to describe the entire problem Suvorov had to face in Altdorf
with some pathos:
"When Suvorov arrived in Altdorf, he saw the tremendous mistake he had been led to make by
the folly and recklessness of the Austrian general staff. The Gotthard road ends in the waves of
Lake Lucerne; not a single vehicle was to be seen. An impassable mountain mass confronted
him and stretched its naked rocky arm up the Schächen Valley like a giant signpost of fate. He
would have to pass through this valley, he would have to cross these torn masses of rock,

56
57

Pestalozzi, Briefe an Lord Sheffield, p. 78.
For a more detailed description of this questions, see Camenzind, Maultiere…, pàg. 114 i seg.
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climbing up and down on perilous shepherd's and hunter's paths to reach Muotta, where the
friendlier region of Schwyz would welcome him." 58
Personally, based on my own knowledge of this route, I believe that many authors overestimate
the difficulty of crossing over the Chinzig Pass, which leads from the Schächen Valley to the
Muota Valley. The mountain range that separates the Muota Valley from the valley basin of
Altdorf seems insurmountable at first glance. The fact is, however, that a relatively good path
leads to the top of the pass and the descent into the Muota Valley, with the exception of a
passage at Lipplisbüel, is not too difficult to negotiate, and it was already used by cattle at that
time. If one considers that Suvorov had already managed to cross the Gotthard Pass, Rosenberg
the Lukmanier and Oberalp Passes and Auffenberg the demanding Chrüzli Pass shortly before,
then the Chinzig Pass should not have been an insurmountable obstacle. This is also confirmed
by an experienced train officer in the Swiss army, who himself climbed this pass several times.59
Admittedly, it may still be said that the supply situation in Altdorf was already difficult,
especially since the locals’ resources had already been very heavily depleted by the French. In
addition, the weather conditions were poor, with a lot of rain on the Chinzig Pass, and
furthermore an army with around 20,000 men had to overcome an impassable pass.
Apart from that, however, I believe that Suvorov had sufficient knowledge of the Altdorf area
and the ways out of the valley basin into the mountains (Klausen, Chinzig and Surrenen Passes)
and along the lake, based on the information available to him from the Austrians, even if he
probably crossed the Chinzig Pass on the advice of the Austrian staff.
In addition, there are other ambiguities and controversies that do not need to be discussed here,
but which can be read about in the publication Maultiere machen Geschichte (see
Bibliography). These include the exact course of the attack on the Gotthard, the battle around
the Urnerloch and in the Schöllenschlucht, the battles in the Muota Valley, and the war council
in Muota Valley and in Glarus.

7. Assessment and final remarks
If one wishes to attempt a summary assessment of Suvorov's entire, bold campaign, one can do
so on the basis of Clausewitz's strategic principles. To do this, I have taken his standard work
Clausewitz, Die Feldzüge…, pàg. 162 (section 7, cjapter 78).
Vegeu Heinz Stoller, Der Zug Suworoff’s durch die Schweiz [‘The Suvorov’s campaign through
Switzerland’], typewritten, s. d., footnote in the p.12.
58
59
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Vom Kriege (On War) and his work on the campaign of 1799,60 as well as the publication by
Camenzind and Fueglistaller on strategic thinking in SMEs,61 in which the strategic principles
are summarised and explained.
Principle
Simplicity
"Thus in strategy
everything is very simple,
but therefore not easy."62

Assessment
Overall, the objectives associated with the campaign were
anything but simple, if one takes into account the timely
interaction of various differently positioned formations and
the communication conditions in the mountains at the time.

63

Superiority of numbers
"The superiority of
numbers in a battle is only
one of the factors from
which victory is derived.”
64 65

Concentration of forces
in time and space
"The best strategy is to be
always very strong, first
overall and then at the
decisive point."67 68
Surprise and cunning
"This is more or less the
basis of all undertakings,
for without it, superiority
at the decisive moment is
actually inconceivable."69

The aim of the campaign was to gather around 50,000 men in
the Schwyz–Einsiedeln area, which could have brought about
a certain superiority on Masséna's flank. This was no longer
possible after the Second Battle of Zurich (Korsakov's defeat)
and General von Hotze's reduced numbers.66 Overall
superiority could probably only have been achieved if
Archduke Charles had remained in Switzerland.
By concentrating all forces as envisaged in the Schwyz area
and on lower and upper Lake Zurich, a concentration of forces
would have been possible in principle, if this had been
successfully achieved.

Initially, there was a certain element of surprise, because for a
long time the French knew nothing of Suvorov's advance into
Switzerland and believed that it was merely a case of the
coalition's forces in the mountains being redeployed.

70

Economy of forces "Only
those who do great things

With the demanding mountain marches and battles and the
associated supply situation, the principle of economy of forces
was certainly not given, as the result shows. It should also be

Clausewitz, Die Feldzüge…, p. 141 (section 7, chapter 76).
Camenzind i Fueglistaller, Strategishces Denken…, pàg. 32-66.
62 Clausewitz, Vom Kriege, p. 171 (vol. 3, chapter 1).
63 Camenzind i Fueglistaller, Strategishces Denken…, p. 39.
64 Clausewitz, Vom Kriege, p. 196 (vol. 3, chapter 8).
65 Camenzind i Fueglistaller, Strategishces Denken…, p. 54.
66 Clausewitz, Die Feldzüge…, p. 141-142 (section 7, chapter 76).
67 Camenzind i Fueglistaller, Strategishces Denken…, p. 57.
68 Clausewitz, Vom Kriege, p. 211 (vol. 3, cap. 11-12).
69 Clausewitz, Vom Kriege, p. 202 (vol. 3, chapter. 9-10).
70 Camenzind i Fueglistaller, Strategishces Denken…, p. 60
60
61
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with few means are
fortunate"71 72

noted that the Russian units were not experienced mountain
troops.

Principle of attack 73 74

This principle is basically given. Considering the difficulties
in coordinating the various participating formations, an attack
would only have been fully successful under propitious
circumstances.
The failure of the campaign was not least due to the
impossible decisions of the two courts in Vienna and St
Petersburg. The strategic goals could probably only have been
achieved with a great deal of luck in the given initial situation
and with the planned objectives.

Summary

In conclusion, it should be said that Suvorov crossing of several passes under sometimes
extremely difficult supply and weather conditions is one of the most impressive feats in
mountain warfare to date. The fact that this move across the Alps did not lead to a complete
fiasco and the downfall of Suvorov's army is no doubt due to the courage, boldness and
perseverance of the field marshal as well as to the moral strengths of his army and its officers.
These are all virtues that are described in detail by Clausewitz in the Third Book in Vom Kriege
(On War) and are also mentioned as essential elements of strategy.75
Even if the campaign is recorded as a mere episode in history because it remained militarily
and politically ineffective, it should be said that Suvorov and his army were not defeated in the
process and that the campaign is likely to retain its lasting value, at least in military history, due
to the achievements made. The entire campaign was therefore rightly analysed in detail and
commented on in detail by Clausewitz in the second part of his publication on the campaigns
of 1799 in Italy and Switzerland.

Clausewitz, Vom Kriege, p. 224 (vol. 3, chapter 14).
Camenzind i Fueglistaller, Strategishces Denken…, p. 64.
73 Clausewitz, Die Feldzüge…, p. 141 (section 7, chapter 76).
74 Camenzind i Fueglistaller, Strategishces Denken…, p. 48
75 Clausewitz, Vom Kriege, p. 167-238 (vol. 3, chapter 3-7).
71
72
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Route of the general Suvorov’s Russian troops trough Switzerland in 1799

Image credit: Musée national suisse / Passaport, map: www.swisstopo.ch
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